Wings and legs are production sites for the desert locust courtship-inhibition pheromone, phenylacetonitrile.
Mature gregarious male desert locusts, Schistocerca gregaria, emit the courtship inhibition pheromone phenylacetonitrile. Wings and legs, in particular the fore wings, have been identified as the main releasing sites. Abdomen and head emit only trace amounts of this pheromone. In contrast veratrole, another typical component of male volatiles, is emitted by all body parts. Epidermal gland cells in the identified phenylacetonitrile releasing appendages are the putative sites of its biosynthesis. Incubation of these body parts in the presence of (14)C-phenylalanine results in the production of (14)C-phenylacetonitrile. Some of the phenylacetonitrile appears to be degraded to HCN and benzaldehyde presumably enhancing the repellent character of phenylacetonitrile. HCN is only detectable in volatiles of mature gregarious male desert locusts. Possible advantages of the observed distribution of the phenylacetonitrile release sites and of the cyanogenesis in relation to mating behaviour are discussed.